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R3Occasionally, during the early 
stages of a food poisoning incident, 
investigators have difficulty in 
determining whether a microorganism 
or chemical is to blame. The discovery 
of dioxins in Irish pork in early 
December reminds us that media 
haste can foster public confusion even 
in a case that was explicitly chemical 
from the outset. 
“Animal feed contaminated with 
harmful toxins is thought to have 
infected pig products, including foods 
sold across Ireland and exported to 
the UK,” said The Independent on 
Sunday (7 December). “Consumer 
warning as Irish pork contamination 
spreads,” was The Guardian’s page 
one headline next day, conjuring up 
images of a burgeoning epidemic. And 
the first scientist to be interviewed 
on radio and television was a 
microbiologist, Hugh Pennington of 
Mediawatch: Bernard Dixon looks at 
the reaction to the recent Irish pork 
worries.
Pork problems Aberdeen. Appearing on Channel 5 News (7 December), he opined cannily 
that it was too early to be certain of 
the degree of risk.
That day’s headline writers were 
more robust. “Cancer scare in Irish 
pork puts British stores on food 
safety alert” (The Mail on Sunday) 
and “Deadly contaminant found in 
Irish pork” (The Sunday Times) were 
followed 24 hours later by “Hunt for 
the poison pork” and “Poison pigs 
fed on plastic bags” (both in the Daily 
Mirror) and “Irish shock over poison 
pork crisis” (The Independent).
The disclosure that triggered this 
coverage came on 6 December from 
the Food Safety Authority of Ireland 
(FSAI) in the Irish Republic. “The 
Government today announces that 
laboratory results of animal feed 
and pork fat samples obtained this 
afternoon by the FSAI confirmed the 
presence of dioxins,” a press release 
said. “Consequently, the FSAI is 
requiring the food industry to recall 
from the market all Irish pork products 
produced from pigs slaughtered 
in Ireland…Preliminary evidence 
indicates that the contamination problem is likely to have started in 
September 2008.”
While advising consumers, on 
precautionary rounds, not to eat 
Irish pork or bacon products, and 
confirming details of ongoing 
investigations, the FSAI provided 
a wealth of relevant background 
information to help journalists assess 
the significance of the incident. There 
was a well-constructed dossier of 
answers to pertinent questions and an 
even more detailed document about 
dioxins and possible health hazards.
Unfortunately, little of this found its 
way into journalistic coverage in the 
UK during the first two days, when 
public interest and media alarm were 
at their height. Many newspaper 
readers were not assured until days 
later that health is compromised only 
by long-term intake of much higher 
levels of dioxins than those detected 
in the Irish pork, or that cancer has 
been linked only with exposure to 
extremely high levels as a result of 
industrial accidents. 
Unfortunately too, the UK’s Food 
Standards Agency (FSA) was less 
sure-footed, carrying no information Alarm: Fears grew about the perceived scale of the problem highlighted in the Irish Times.
Current Biology Vol 9 No 
R4
Britain has been enthusiastically 
building a database of its population’s 
DNA since 995: anyone in a brush 
with the law has had samples taken 
and whatever the legal outcome, the 
data have been retained since 200. 
This action, which critics see as part 
of the government’s increasingly 
illiberal activities, has recently been 
challenged by two people charged, 
but acquitted, who demanded that 
their DNA be removed from  
the database.
Their DNA profiles were stored 
by police, despite neither being 
convicted of an offence. And, last 
month, judges at the European 
Court of Human Rights, ruled that 
it was unlawful for police to store 
DNA records and fingerprints from 
suspects cleared of any charges. In 
the critical verdict, the 7-strong panel 
of judges said keeping records ‘could 
not be regarded as necessary  
in a democracy’.
They found that the police had 
violated article 8 of the European 
Convention on Human Rights — the 
right to respect for privacy and family 
life. In a strongly worded judgement, 
they condemned the ‘blanket and 
indiscriminate nature’ of the powers. 
They said that keeping the persons’ 
DNA had left them under a cloud of 
suspicion because they were ‘entitled 
to the presumption of innocence, 
yet were treated in the same way as 
convicted persons’.
Before 200, the police had to 
destroy DNA samples of individuals 
acquitted or not charged. But a rule 
change has allowed them to keep 
profiles of everyone arrested for a 
recordable offence in the UK apart 
from Scotland. The result has been 
that Britain has one of the largest 
human DNA databases in the world.
The details of about 4.5 million people 
are held on the database yet around 
20 per cent — including 40,000 
children — has never been charged 
with an offence.
MPs, civil liberties groups and 
individual protesters have claimed the 
DNA database was brought in without 
proper legislation. Britain’s Home 
Office, the government department in 
charge of policing, says the database 
has proved a key intelligence tool in 
solving 3,500 cases, including high-
profile rapes and murderers. And 
earlier this year, one senior police 
officer argued for a register of the 
DNA from all UK citizens, after two 
murderers were convicted using DNA 
evidence gathered from samples 
taken after unrelated offences. One of 
the offenders was not on the register 
at the time of the murder, and only 
had his DNA sample taken after arrest 
following a fight some years later. He 
was charged with the murder within 
five hours of the sample being taken.
Others have argued for a universal 
database. In 2007, one of Britain’s 
most senior judges, Lord Justice 
Sedley, called for such a database. 
He condemned the existing system 
as ‘indefensible’ and said it was 
biased against ethnic minorities, and 
it would be fairer to include everyone, 
guilty or innocent. The law reform 
group Justice believed that a national 
database should include those guilty 
of crime or everybody in the country.
But the calls for a universal database 
were swiftly rejected, even by police 
colleagues. Tony Lake, spokesperson 
for the Association of Chief Police 
Officers on DNA matters, said he 
was not convinced by the need for a 
universal database. “If there were a 
national database of everybody then 
we would solve more crime, of that 
there is absolutely no doubt... but 
any database that we hold has to be 
reasonable and proportionate in the 
eyes of the public.”
And the European ruling now 
puts pressure on the government to 
remove all those whose samples have 
been taken, but not subsequently 
charged with an offence. The 
government appears unhappy. The 
home secretary, Jacqui Smith, said 
she was disappointed by the decision, 
but the existing database would 
remain in place until ministers had 
considered the judgement. And within 
two weeks, she said that the profiles 
of 70 children under the age of 0 
would be removed immediately and 
proposals for removing the records of 
some of the people on the database 
without a conviction would be 
published this year.
The shadow home secretary, 
Dominic Grieve said: “This vindicates 
all that we have been saying... It 
should target the guilty not the 
innocent.” 
The UK’s human DNA database may 
look very different by the end of the 
year. Nigel Williams reports.
Data seton its website until the evening of 7 December. Then, with evidence 
emerging that some Northern Ireland 
farms might also be affected, it 
advised consumers not to eat pork 
or pork products, such as sausages, 
bacon, salami and ham, labelled 
as being from the Irish Republic or 
Northern Ireland. “We do not believe 
there is any significant risk to UK 
consumers,” the statement added. 
Possibly because journalists read 
the FSAI fact file over the next day 
or so, coverage of the incident then 
changed markedly. Most dramatically, 
both the BBC’s Ceefax and ITV 
Teletext, which had splashed the 
story at the top of their news pages, 
dropped it entirely. Meanwhile, several 
newspapers abandoned the words 
“poison” and “cancer” in favour 
of “tainted pork”. And while most 
journalists still failed to put the level 
of dioxin into comprehensible context, 
they focused largely on the difficulties 
facing customers who wished to avoid 
affected foods.
“British shoppers were left in the 
dark after the FSA failed to establish a 
list of pork, bacon and ham products 
that may be tainted with cancer-
causing dioxins,” said The Times. 
“People were given no help to identify 
contaminated products that may be in 
their fridges or freezers. Instead, the 
food watchdog merely reiterated its 
advice that even though risks to human 
health were very low, consumers 
should not eat pigmeat produced either 
in the Republic or in Northern Ireland.”
“TESCO is to continue selling pork 
from Ireland in defiance of safety 
advice from the UK’s official food 
watchdog,” added the Daily Mail, “The 
astonishing decision by the chain, 
which claims 30% of British food 
sales, left shoppers in the dark about 
what is safe to eat.” There were varied 
and contrasting responses from other 
supermarkets. 
But these reports were 
unaccompanied by any perspective 
on safety margins, normal human 
exposure, or the actual relevance of 
the dioxin levels detected in Ireland. 
As we saw from the furore over GM 
food earlier this decade, the concept 
of contamination can have a social 
impact out of all proportion to the 
nature, concentration and action of 
the contaminant.
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